The influx of non-traditional aged, adult students into the student population poses a unique opportunity to colleges and universities throughout the United States. The needs of the adult student population differ greatly from their traditional counterparts, suggesting that institutions must adjust and adapt to the increased adult student population. This article presents justification for programs aimed at the interpersonal needs of adult students and details one possible implementation. The impact on student success and persistence are briefly discussed.
Implementing Strengths-Based Programs for Adult Students
The influx of non-traditional aged, adult students into the student population poses a unique opportunity to colleges and universities throughout the United States. The needs of the adult student population differ greatly from their traditional counterparts, suggesting that institutions must adjust and adapt to the increased adult student population. This article presents justification for programs aimed at the interpersonal needs of adult students and details one possible implementation. The impact on student success and persistence are briefly discussed.
The adult student
Non-traditional, adult students have come to account for nearly 40% of students on college campuses (Snyder, 2009) . Previous research suggests the need for institutions of higher education to adjust to this change in student demographics, and colleges and universities have responded to this change in a number of ways. From creating more comprehensive adult and commuter student services to increasing ease of access for childcare on campuses, institutions have attempted to ease the transition back into school for these students. However, in many cases institutions respond primarily to the practical challenges, without taking into consideration the vast interpersonal differences between the traditional and non-traditional aged college student (Bamber & Tett, 2000; Bodfish, 2002) .
Research underlines just how the needs and expectations of adult students differ from their traditional counterparts. Adult learners tend to be more intrinsically motivated than traditional students; they enjoy learning as a goal rather than as a pathway to other, pre-defined life goals (Eppler & Harju, 1997; Werring, 1987; Wolfgang & Dowling, 1981) . Adult students are concerned about themselves on a more holistic level, with a desire to understand how their personal strengths and characteristics can enhance their lives and careers (Ely, 1997) . Additionally, adult students bring with them a number of unique challenges that may not be present within the traditional student population. Their path to matriculation tends to take longer and they often have additional family and jobrelated responsibilities (Ely, 1997) . Because of the uniqueness of adult students, there is a "need of institutional change if non-traditional aged students are to thrive within a system that purports to be directed towards widening participation" (Bowl, 2001, p.141 ).
The challenges presented by adult students fall into two distinct categories: the pragmatic (e.g., limited availability due to job responsibilities) and the personal (e.g., a desire for the educational process to address personal growth). Many institutions have addressed the pragmatic needs of adult learners, but a shift toward a more holistic perspective of the educational process seems to be just as important for adult learners. The field of positive psychology allows institutions to approach their adult learners from just such a perspective.
Positive psychology
Positive psychology is a field heavily influenced by humanistic theory. Within psychology, theorists such as Maslow (1971) and Rogers (1961) focused on an understanding of positive human experiences and how those experiences can benefit an individual holistically. Robbins (2008) defines three major goals for the field of positive psychology: to take an interest in positive subjective experiences such as joy and hope, to study the traits of individuals who are thriving in their environments by focusing on their strengths, and to identify and enhance characteristics that assist growth in both individuals and existing systems.
In the positive psychology approach, "major strides in prevention have come largely from a perspective focused on systematically building competency, not on correcting weakness" (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 3). A focus on negative emotional states can narrow individuals' perception of their own positive personal traits, diminish awareness of available resources, and impair psychological flexibility when dealing with a problem (Schmitz, De Rosa, & Anderson, 2009; Talarico, LaBar, & Rubin, 2004) . Alternately, an intentional focus on positive attributes (such as individual strengths), and the reframing of negative events provides individuals with a more optimistic outlook. This leads them to engage in more proactive self-care such as engaging social support and healthy life habits, and reduces the negative impact of adverse life events. Perhaps more importantly, it also assists individuals in actively responding to negative events more effectively (Seligman, Schulman, DeRubeis & Hollon, 1999; Taylor, Kemeny, Reed, Bower, & Gruenewald, 2000) . Barbara Fredrickson's Broaden and Build Theory provides a framework for implementing strength-based initiatives with adult students. Fredrickson's theory (1998 Fredrickson's theory ( , 2003 Fredrickson's theory ( , 2005a Fredrickson's theory ( , 2005b Fredrickson's theory ( , 2013 postulates that the narrowing of attention and increased inability to act with available resources that occurs during a focus on negative experiences inverts when the individual instead maintains a positive focus. This inversion creates a broadening of awareness that is essential for the individual to build both psychological and tangible resources. Table 1 displays the specific effects of positive orientation upon an individual's experience.
Initiatives for adult students designed with these positive psychological concepts in mind could lead to a number of benefits. Chief among them is a greater awareness of strengths and community connection with the institution through their peers. Both of these benefits could translate into greater academic success and persistence for the adult learner.
A framework with emphasis on cultivating an awareness of personal strengths, social connection, and the resources to effectively solve problems seems an obvious choice when attempting to address the unique needs of adult college students. However, if such initiatives exist, they are not widely reported. The field would be better served by the discussion of any strength-based initiatives, to allow institutions to replicate them and build a body of evidence.
Implementation of a basic strengths-based initiative
One such implementation was developed as part of undergraduate counseling classes at the University of Memphis which contained a high percentage of adult learners. Students in these classes were expected to participate in a counseling experience. This group experience was offered as an alternative to the traditional counseling experience.
The goal of the project was to develop a positively-oriented group experience for non-traditional, adult students that would impact three dimensions: 1) awareness of strengths, 2) awareness of motivation, and 3) goal-setting behavior. A list of interventions used and their descriptions can be found in Table 2 . All group experiences followed two central rules: the experience must maintain a positive orientation at all times, and must culminate with a strengths bombardment. A strictly positive orientation does not preclude students from discussing challenging life events, but group leaders assisted group members in reframing such discussions in an optimistic fashion.
The original implementation consisted of a one-time group experience that lasted a total of 4 hours, incorporating all of the interventions listed in Table 2 . It was held during a Saturday morning to allow more students access. During the course of the group, all participants kept notes on the strengths, values, accomplishments, and motivations of their fellow group members in order to contribute during the strengths bombardment (Pickens, 2013) .
Intervention efficacy was measured with an instrument specifically designed for this particular group experience. Assessment of student outcomes in this preliminary investigation were divided into four separate research questions: 1) Does participation increase the perceived ability to achieve goals in non-traditional aged undergraduates? 2) Does participation increase the perceived importance of short-term goals to overall success in non-traditional undergraduates? 3) Does participation increase the perceived importance of long-term goals to overall success in non-traditional undergraduates? 4) Does participation increase awareness of strengths in non-traditional aged undergraduates? Participants were assessed before the experience (during their class time), immediately following the group, and at a six-week follow-up (again in class) (Pickens, 2013) .
Initial results indicated that participants saw gains in both awareness of their individual strengths and goal motivation. Both areas of investigation found statistically significant differences across administrations of the assessment. The most impacted variable was the student's awareness of individual strengths. 
Positively-Oriented Interventions
Awareness of strengths was broken down into seven items, and statistical significance was found for each individual item. In some cases, these items remained significant at the six-week follow-up assessment, or even gained strength in their effect over time, indicating greater significance over time (Pickens, 2013) . These items included rating statements such as "I can identify some of my areas of strength by reflecting on my past accomplishment, (Pickens, 2013, p. 64) ." "I feel a sense of direction for my future, (Pickens, 2013, p. 64) ." and "I am presently making optimal use of my strengths and talents (Pickens, 2013, p. 64) ." Significance in areas constructed of these types of items reinforces the research that suggests adult students are more intrinsically motivated. Adult students are seeking to improve their lives through education, but they are not simply content with betterment, they also seek personal growth.
Despite these positive results, additional data with other assessment protocols is necessary to firmly establish efficacy. Measurement at different levels such as retention and academic performance is also warranted.
Conclusion
The implementation discussed here could be adapted in a number of ways in higher education. This group-based initiative would be appropriate for adult students in a variety of settings (such as orientation, first-year experience, or adult student services). Additionally, the personal qualities targeted could also be adapted to institutional and student needs.
No matter the specifics regarding implementation, it is imperative that higher education professionals heed what the literature bears out and implement programs that are in students' best interest. Strengths-based initiatives could prove vital for adapting to meet the unique needs of the non-traditional, adult student and provide the field with evidence-based practices for working with this population. 
